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it	enables	them	“to ask more of the right 
questions, come up with better hypotheses, 
design effective experiments and most 
importantly, share our learning”.	Then	
again,	according	to	Mimoso	(2011),research	






























































Conceptions of Design 
Research: 
discursive phenomenography in undergraduate 
Visual Communication Design research
This article adopts discursive phenomenography as a viable qualitative approach 
to identify the different conceptions that visual communication undergraduate 
students have of design research. Phenomenographic method was described by 
Limberg (1999) as an exploration of the world’s phenomena through the different 
encounters and comprehensions of people and societies. The phenomenographic 
findings map four qualitatively different ways, namely, Conception A: Process-focused 
Experience; Conception B: Knowledge and Skills-focused Experience; Conception C: 
Socially-focused Experience and Conception D: Self Awareness-focused Experience. The 
research results established an early step in understanding one aspect of the collective 
conceptions of design research in visual communication design. The findings are of 
interest  to design educators who seek to know more about design research in order to 
equip design students with the relevant skills contributing to the field of design.
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Figure 1: Steps when carrying out Discursive Phenomenography, 




















































described	“as a series of processes: specifying, 
Figure 2: The categories of conceptions
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ET:     Without this research design process, 
I would do research and interview here and 
there, but I would not know how to put it 
together and make it work. 
SL:     My project is all about creativity risk 
taking. I have zero idea on how to convey 
those abstract contents into visuals. It is 
through the process of research and reflection 
that make me learn about taking creative 
risks and try to be confident and positive 





























SA:     Through my research process, it struck me 
to think that my project should be a project 
that led me to try and experience new things 
and then I can actually expand my skills sets. 
JM:     This knowledge and skills that I have 
achieved from this project would enable me to 
















































YT:     There is very little emphasis given to 
the wellbeing of caregivers. For example, 
when you see someone with a patient, people 
usually ask how is the patient doing instead of 
asking the wellbeing of the caregiver. With the 
increasing aging population, this is an issue 
that I want to touch upon. 
YJ:     Social media platforms are very popular 
with many people right now. I wonder 
whether it’s one of the main distractions 
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SN:     Design research is review literature, 
doing surveys and coming up with your point 
of view. But when I’m doing my project I 
think that another important thing to have 
is empathy. For instance, when designing 
something like Braille, you have to understand 
who you are designing for, what is important 
to them to give the design a soul. Empathy is 
important I think. 
SE:     After talking to a therapist, I realise that 
small issues, such as needle pain or anxiety 
or stomach stress, are real problems that 
children face and it’s not just about death and 
loss. One has to make sure that the work is 
practical and useful to them. 
This	is	in	line	with	the	views	of	several	authors	
such	as	Buchanan	(1989,	p.94),	who	stated	
that “design is an art of thought directed to 
practical action through the persuasiveness of 
objects and, therefore, design involves the vivid 


























be encouraged to 
rigorously examine 
social issues and 
to consider the 





















ZJ:    I never embark on such a large-scale 
project that requires so much intensive 
research. It’s a challenge to me to accomplish 
something that I have never done before 
and I wish to be a sort of visionary for the 
contemporary, for my generation.
AW:   My project was going into a more 
commercial direction and I no longer believe 
in it. One of my objectives was to do very good 
work. So, a friend asked, “How likely do you 
think you can do very good works, given that 
you no longer believe in your project?” After 
that, I sacrificed the whole commercial aspect 
and just do something that I felt very strongly 
for to maximize my odds of producing 







still	on “the interaction between audience, 
the content of the communication, and the 















































‘the development of ethically responsive 




‘opportunities to understand, challenge, 








































and	Conception	B: Knowledge and Skills-
focused Experience,	showed	an	emergence	
of	awareness	on	how	students’	search	for	
and	obtain	information,	acquire	knowledge	
and	skills,	and	apply	them	all	to	their	
design	problems	and	processes.	Visual	
communication	undergraduates,	whose	
views	were	within	these	two	conceptions,	
saw	design	research	as	a	tool	to	provide	a	
good	grasp	of	research	processes	to	fulfil	
the	objectives	of	their	studies.	Students	
took	a	sequence	of	steps	from	information	
exploration	to	design	solutions,	moving	
from	concrete	bases	to	more	abstract	
stages	of	thinking.	The	findings	of	both	
Conception	A	and	B	suggest	that	students	
had	not	only	learned	more	about	their	
subjects	of	study,	but	had	also	further	
enhanced	critical	thinking	skills	by	knowing	
more	about	research	processes	while	
constructing	solutions	to	problems.	For	
visual	communication	students,	design	
research	offers	the	possibility	of	facilitating	
their	application	of	knowledge,	problem-
solving	skills	and	critical	thinking	to	tackle	
real	design	problems.	In	addition,	students	
realised	that	it	was	up	to	them	to	choose	the	
direction	to	follow	in	moving	their	projects	
forward.	This	equipped	students	with	
autonomous	skills	and	abilities	applicable	
to	their	future	professional	careers	or	their	
advanced	postgraduate	studies.	
Category	of	Conception	C: Socially-focused 
Experience,	involved	the	awareness	associated	
with	societal	issues.	In	this	category,	visual	
communication	undergraduates	viewed	
design	research	as	an	opportunity	to	work	
on	issues	they	intrinsically	valued	and	cared	
about.	This	means	that	students	expanded	
their	learning	beyond	their	core	disciplines	of	
knowledge	and	had	begun	to	take	on	larger	
contextual	societal	focus.	Design	research	as	
such,	offered	visual	communication	students	
opportunities	to	influence	and	shape	society,	
while	encouraging	them	to	become	more	
sensible	and	responsive	agencies.	Students	
were	equipped	with	soft	skills	that	would	
enhance	their	values,	attitude,	communication	
skills	and	emotional	intelligence.	Lastly,	in	
Category	of	Conception	D: Self Awareness-
focused Experience, design	research	provided	
opportunities	for	students	to	develop	
propensities	to	discover	their	innate	design	
abilities	and	potentials.	This	experience	
helped	students	clarify	career	paths,	establish	
goals	and	gain	better	personal	autonomy.	In	
summary,	all	four	conceptions	can	be	viewed	
as	both	surface	and	deep	learning	oriented,	
as	the	Learning	Experiences	set	foundations	
for	the	processes	of	Decision	Making	and	
Personal	Growth.	They	are	essential	to	
strategic	pedagogic	approaches,	which	
are	fundamentally	valuable	in	developing	
individual	learning	(Kleiman	2007).	
	
Conclusion
Knowing	how	to	conduct	research	
is	a	requisite	in	the	academic	world,	
fundamental	to	all	levels	of	higher	education.	
A	focus	on	enhancing	undergraduate	
students’	propensity	to	conduct	design	
research	is	critically	needed,	more	so	in	this	
era.	Research	is	a	fundamental	foundation	
for	designers	aspiring	to	stand	out	in	the	
competitive	creative	industry	and/or	to	
overcome	the	challenges	encountered	in	
post-graduate	studies.	
The	findings	of	the	study	provide	an	
understanding	of	design	research	through	
the	viewpoints	of	undergraduate	students.	
The	study	corroborates	the	literature	on	
21st	century	education,	advocating	that	the	
knowledge	of	research	can	prepare	students	
to	become	responsible	and	creative	design	
thinkers	in	this	dramatically	changing	
world	(Khoury	&	Khoury	2009).	With	this	
understanding,	the	findings	provide	basic	
aspects	for	design	education	to	foster	a	
platform	for	lifelong	learning,	as	well	as	
encouraging	socially	and	ethically	responsive	
design	ideas.	
The	four	categories	of	conception	of	the	
study	enable	us	to	understand	the	basic	
aspects	of	performing	design	research,	
focusing	on	the	foundation	of	creating	
meaning	from	different	process	experiences,	
competently	acquiring	new	knowledge	
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and	skills,	enabling	constructive	change,	
and	being	able	to	understand,	challenge,	
push	beyond	and	develop	oneself.	These	
basic	aspects	of	performing	design	research	
contribute	to	a	structure	of	design	research,	
which	has	not	yet	been	made	implicit	in	
the	discussion	of	design	research	literature	
(Papastergiardis	2002).	
In	this	study,	it	has	surfaced	that	the	
experiences	gained	from	conducting	design	
research	did	indeed	provide	students	with	
greater	opportunities	to	engage	in	forms	of	
experiential	learning.	Although	this	learning	
approach	is	closely	aligned	to	a	disciplinary	
practice,	it	has	allowed	students	to	unravel	
potentials	and	abilities	hitherto	unknown	
to	them,	which	can	be	applied	to	their	
future	professional	practices	in	the	evolving	
design	industry.	In	conclusion,	this	article	
presents	an	initial	foray	into	understanding	
the	collective	conceptions	of	undergraduate	
students	on	design	research	in	visual	
communication	design.	Though	modest,	this	
article	provides	a	stepping	stone	towards	
a	broader	understanding	of	how	design	
research	is	conceived	and	experienced.	This	
article	also	contributes	to	the	area	of	design	
research	and	design	higher	education,	by	
supporting	the	development	of	a	solid	
research,	learning	and	teaching	culture	in	an	
emerging	and	rapidly	evolving	field.	
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